
  
    [image: Dukes Court for Keeps]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dukes Court for Keeps by Charlie Lane

      

      

      Published by WOLF Publishing UG

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2024 Charlie Lane

        Text by Charlie Lane

        Edited by Chris Hall

        Cover Art by Victoria Cooper

        Ebook ISBN: 978-3-98536-375-9

        Paperback ISBN: 978-3-98536-376-6

        Hard Cover ISBN: 978-3-98536-377-3

      

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, brands, media, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

      Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WOLF Publishing - This is us:

      

        

      
        Two sisters, two personalities.. But only one big love!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Diving into a world of dreams..

      …Romance, heartfelt emotions, lovable and witty characters, some humor, and some mystery! Because we want it all! Historical Romance at its best!

      

      Visit our website to learn all about us, our authors and books!

      

      Sign up to our mailing list to receive first hand information on new releases, freebies and promotions as well as exclusive giveaways and sneak-peeks!

      

      
        
        www.wolf-publishing.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Charlie Lane

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Gentleman’s Guide to Courtship

        The Duke of Clearford has five marriageable sisters, and none of them are wed. But his Gentleman's Guide to Courtship will ensure success for any suitor... unless his sisters refuse to be wooed. Unless their secret reason for refusing proves too scandalous.

      

        

      
        #1 Never Woo the Wrong Lady

        #2 How to Romance a Rogue

        #3 Between Courting and Kissing

        #4 First Comes Courtship

        #5 Court a Lady with Care

        #6 Dukes Court for Keeps

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Edinburgh, Scotland, January 1826

      

      

      

      Nothing spoke louder than a room full of cold, stiff backs. And Lady Emma Blackwood, upon entering the assembly rooms, watched every single body turn away from her. Such stylish coiffures. Such elegant necks. Such a cold and effective cut direct.

      She resisted the urge to straighten a sleeve or smooth her skirts. They were straight, they were smooth, and they were quite fashionable as well. A white satin gown and an ivory net overlay with ivory satin trim. She looked well. She’d needed to. Fashion always proved a formidable weapon.

      Difficult to woo society back from scandal, but she must do it.

      Or find herself married to one of her father’s cronies, a man twice her age with rotten teeth and deep pockets for her father to dip into.

      She’d never expected this to be easy, but then she’d never expected a sea of silk backs, either. They wouldn’t even look at her.

      Just as they’d passed by her on George Street, faced downturned, whispering behind gloved fans. Just as they’d rushed out of church last Sunday, hiding behind fluttering fans.

      One mistake. One! And one she’d been in the process of correcting! Yet it had shredded her reputation as Edinburgh’s premier matchmaker like fine muslin beneath a cat’s claws.

      She, however, was terribly talented with a needle and thread. Head held high, she pushed into the small crowd gathered beneath the glittering chandeliers.

      And they parted like a length of cotton giving way beneath a pair of sharp shears. Each step brought her closer to the center of the room, and each step threatened to bend her low with the weight of imminent failure, filling her ears to bursting with hissed whispers, most of which included the same word—harlot.

      But then she caught a flash of eyes, blue and cold and glittering with glee. Gregory Guthrie, Viscount Parkington, that snake. She would not be talking to him, even if he was the only one who dared to meet her gaze. She darted to the side, and the crowd opened for her once more, revealing a long table laden with drinks. God, she was parched.

      “Lady Emma.” The snake sounded amused, pleased. “I hardly expected to see you.”

      She turned slowly, dousing her simmering anger with the ice of logic. She could not make a scene. Not more than she already had. “Lord Parkington. You should not be surprised. I go where matches need making.”

      He laughed. “I do not think you’ll find anyone in need of your… services.”

      He had deliberately covered that last word with oil, greased it up for nearby, ravenous ears.

      “My matchmaking remains unparalleled. Miss Dunn, after all, made an excellent match.” Thankfully, the young girl had not married the snake, as she’d wished to do. It had not been Emma’s expert arguments that had persuaded her to make a better match, however. Emma’s cheeks reddened. She hovered precariously close to either crying or yelling. Time for a strategic retreat. She curtsied. “It has not been a pleasure conversing with you.” Gasps rang out from all sides. “And I hope not to do so again. Should any of my future clients wish to cast you in the role of potential bridegroom, I will tell them the entire truth of our interactions last winter. And guide them in a more suitable direction.” She raised her voice higher. “Should anyone about this evening be in need of help choosing an appropriate matrimonial candidate, I will be enjoying a lemonade and happy to converse with you.”

      How humiliating to advertise in such a public manner. Until now, she’d merely had to exist and make successful matches and people came to her, happy to have tea in the Earl of Glenhaven’s drawing room, delighted to call Lady Emma one of their dear friends, grateful enough to pay her father quietly and unobtrusively for her services in a variety of ways—cigars, tips on investments, the sorts of things her father valued.

      Until Parkington had mucked everything up. She waited, every nerve in her body screaming, for him to press toward her now, as he had that night last winter when he’d caught her alone in the shadowed corner of an art gallery.

      But he merely walked away, content apparently to rattle her and nothing more.

      Thank God.

      She downed a glass of tepid lemonade, then stood by the table and waited. And waited. The string quartet played song after song, and couples changed partners again and again, and no one approached her. No one even looked at her.

      She’d become invisible. Such a new sensation. At least last year they’d acknowledged her existence, whispering and looking and snickering. She’d retreated to the country, enraged. She’d done nothing wrong. But this… this silence paralyzed her. It meant an end. It meant the one thing she’d given her life, her future, over to had been shattered into such small pieces that she could never glue it back together.

      Once, she’d almost had a husband.

      Once, she’d wished for children.

      All gone. What future was left to her now?

      Her ribs constricted. Breath came stuttering, difficult, impossible. But she kept her calm as she made for the door.

      Until she caught the disapproving eye of a patroness of the assembly rooms.

      Then Emma ran. She gathered her skirts, darted between two tall, bald men she did not know, and made for the doors. One foot firmly on George Street, a voice called out behind her.

      “Stop.”

      She did. One did not disobey Lady Mercer, the dragon who stood sentry before the assembly room doors, one terribly tall feather towering above her, bobbing in the gentle evening breeze. She had a granddaughter ready to wed. A quiet thing with intelligent eyes who likely needed a stout man with protective arms. Aye, a good match, that. One Emma would never get to make.

      “How dare you return here,” Lady Mercer said.

      “I have done nothing wrong.” Emma held her chin high.

      “You stole another woman’s suitor. You betrayed your friend’s trust.”

      “Do you see me married?”

      “You did not care if you married, only that she did not. Yours is a cold heart.”

      Emma’s feet were cold, but her temper boiling. And her heart… well, she’d not consulted that organ in quite some time. “Absurd. I tried my best to save Miss Dunn from pain. She would not listen to me.”

      “Do not come back to these rooms.” Lady Mercer’s voice held the finality of the grave. “You are not welcome. Not here. Not in our homes or gardens. Not in our lives. Do you think we’d trust you around our daughters after last winter?”

      “But you’ll trust that snake, Parkington? He is the one who should be shunned. Not me.”

      “You seduced him.”

      Emma laughed. When she found breath enough, she let the sound die down the street and stood straighter. “Is that what he’s been telling everyone? I would never.” He’d tried to seduce her. He’d failed. He’d sought revenge with the surest of weapons—gossip.

      Emma strode down the street and into the fog.

      Lady Mercer did not try to stop her, and after three steps, Emma heard the door of the assembly rooms slam shut.

      Only then did she droop.

      Utter failure.

      The gas lamps on either side of the street flickered in the deep fog, and her brain could not quite cut through the haze of her situation. How to move forward?

      One step at a time and closer to St. Andrew’s Square. Closer to her father, too, and he would not be pleased. Her shiver had little to do with the chill air, yet she hesitated when she stood before her family’s home. Perhaps he was not inside. Perhaps he was in the old town, losing money over cards or wine or women. That was better than facing him after such a spectacular failure.

      Surely he’d be out carousing.

      Emma pushed into the townhouse and stood still in the entryway as the door closed behind her, listening. Nothing but silence. Perfect. She tiptoed up the stairs.

      “Emma!”

      Blast. Not only was her father home, but he knew she was, too.

      Keep tiptoeing. Pretend you heard nothing.

      “EMMA!”

      No use hiding now. He’d keep crying out like a banshee until she appeared, or he’d stumble after her, risking his neck on the stairs. She crept back downstairs into his study and found him foxed.

      “How many whiskies tonight?” she asked, standing as far from her father as she could.

      “Don’t judge me, lass.” The Earl of Glenhaven sprawled across a low sofa near the crackling fireplace, a leg dangling over one end and his arm dangling over the back. He snapped it toward the ceiling, the index finger extended. “Come closer and tell me why you’re home so early.”

      She crept closer, but not enough for him to grab her should he take it to mind.

      He lifted his head to consider her with glassy blue eyes, then dropped it back down. “You found a mark so quickly, then? Who? Tell me.” He hiccupped.

      The truth might send him into a rage. But what choice did she have? “I have not. I’m afraid I will not.”

      “Nonsense.” He hiccupped. “You merely do not wish to make a little effort. You’re being a stubborn, selfish girl.”

      “No amount of work will save me.”

      “Is this about what happened last Season? With Parkington? You said no one saw.”

      “They did not. But he has decided to talk. Whatever influence I possessed in the past is dissolved entirely in Parkington’s slander.”

      He laughed, swinging his foot. “Didn’t know he had it in him. Should’ve married ‘im last Season. You’d’ve survived.” His words slurred one into the other.

      Good thing she’d never expected pity from her father. He would give none.

      “He was supposed to marry Miss Dunn.” He should not have even been on Miss Dunn’s list of potential suitors. But he’d seemed a charming gentleman before he’d revealed his sharp-toothed, slithering nature. He’d proved Emma fallible. And there was nothing society loved more, or hated more, than a fallible woman.

      Her father pushed upright. His thin gray hair was wild about his head, and the grooved brackets around his thin mouth seemed even more deeply carved tonight. He grabbed the half-empty glass bottle on the table beside the sofa, dragging a bit of the jeweled liquid from its depths before wiping his mouth on his sleeve. He pointed the top of the bottle at her. “What are we supposed to do, then? Hm? If you can’t make matches, I can’t gather the fruit of your labor. Do you want the world to know we’re paupers?”

      Emma wished she’d known about being paupers sooner than she had, wished she’d known her matchmaking was the thing keeping them afloat in an ever-intensifying storm of debt. She’d thought it a hobby.

      It had been survival.

      “Do you want,” her father sneered, “your sisters to know?”

      “No.” It would not matter to Elizabeth. Married to a good man with two bairns, she was happy. And safe from their father. But the others… they needed Emma.

      “What do you plan to do about it, then, eh?”

      “What do I plan to do?” Rage boiled through her, white and quick as lightning. “Why did you lose every penny? Gambled away everything not entailed, including the profits from my matches that I did not even know existed! You are why all of Edinburgh calls me the Glenhaven Harlot when they think I’m not listening. Perhaps Parkington’s assault would not matter so much had you not been selling my advice without my knowledge!”

      He slammed the bottle to the table and rose, unsteady on his whisky-wobbling legs. But his hands were big, and they made dangerous fists. “Act less like a strumpet and you won’t be mistaken for one.”

      She wavered backward. “I did nothing to encourage him.” Yet everyone thought she’d stolen Miss Dunn’s suitor from her, a cardinal sin for a matchmaker. Who would trust a woman who might break your heart?

      “Earn their trust so I can earn their pounds.”

      “My reputation is ruined.”

      “Not my bluidy fault, lass.” His brogue had thickened. A good sign the drink was in control. “Marry Parkington.”

      “No.”

      “Worthless. You’re my golden goose, but you’re worthless as you are. If you dinna find a way to make yourself profitable, I will.” He stroked his scruffy chin. “I would have forced your hand with Parkington last Season if I’d known he’d bark up gossip like a bluidy dog. I should have married you off years ago. But you’re too damn good for the coffers. Might be too long in the tooth now. Hm. Not if it’s an older man. To a man of sixty or more, you’re nothing but a spring chicken.” He cackled. “Doesna have to be you, though. Glenna and Briar are old enough. And young enough.” Another dark chuckle.

      “Briar is but fifteen. And Glenna seventeen. Not nearly old enough.” Age not the only reason to avoid marriage, not for Glenna. But that her father would never discover, not if Emma had to give her life to keep it secret.

      He lifted a shoulder, let it drop. “Excellent ages. Perfectly ripe for many a man. That’s three daughters to the highest bidder, and only one of them with the stain of a scandal to question her maidenhood and lower her price. Diana is yet too young but five years at most, and she can prove her value, too.”

      Oh God. Perhaps it was only the whisky talking, but if it wasn’t… She backed toward the door. He didn’t always follow through with his threats. Often he forgot them. Sometimes… he did not.

      “No. I’ll find a way.” She had to. “I… I have an idea.” A last resort. “London. I’ll visit Mother’s cousin there. Macintosh. There are more matches to be made in one London neighborhood than all of Edinburgh.”

      Her father hiccupped, grinned, then fell backward onto the couch. “Do it, then. Or I’ll find a more lucrative use for you. Parkington—”

      “No. You marry me to him, and he’d soon become tired of giving you money. You keep me unwed, you gain with every match I make.”

      “Hm. Makes sense.” The last word slurred into a snore.

      She trembled as she climbed the stairs and slipped into her dark, cold bedchamber. She never had a fire. Her sisters in the next chamber needed it more. She used to have Elizabeth’s warmth to beat back the chill. Better cold limbs beneath freezing sheets, though, if it meant Elizabeth was warm and loved and safe. Far away from their father’s greed.

      She knelt by her bed and reached beneath it, pulled out a wooden box, and opened it. Where was the letter, the invitation? She’d laughed at first. Her mother’s cousin in London, Viscountess Macintosh, had offered Emma a ridiculous, impossible position last year. Help the Duke of Clearford find husbands for his remaining sisters? Why would she? She had read that ridiculous column he’d written years ago. That same cousin had sent it to her, thought she might find it interesting as she, too, worked to bring hearts together.

      Duke Clearly Lacking did not work to bring hearts together, however. He worked to help men trick women into marriage. She and he were not at all the same.

      What she wanted no longer mattered. If it ever had. She must travel all the way to London to escape her reputation and find a new project. And she must beat down her pride to help the man whose tenants of courtship infuriated her.

      She dropped the letter back into the box and moved to shut it. Something pink winked at her, pinched at her heart, and drew her hands forward. She didn’t want to remember. Not tonight. She’d locked the handkerchief up tight solely so she would never have to think about it.

      It slipped easily out of the box and felt like love against her skin. The fine linen and expertly stitched shapes poured memories into her palms. Her mother just before her death, stitching with thin fingers and gaunt face. For the new baby, Emma had thought, the new babe who seemed to drain away her mother’s health. But when her mama had folded the handkerchief neatly and pressed it into Emma’s palm, she’d said, “For you, dearest. For your wedding day. I want to be with you in some way.”

      Emma had pushed it back at her mother. She did not want a square of linen! She wanted Mama, needed her. Rarely did people get what they wanted, or even what they needed. She’d found the gift a few weeks after her mother’s death when she’d finally dared to enter her room. Dark, stale air, emptiness. It all washed over her now, and she crawled up and onto her bed, curled her knees to her chest, just as she had done that day when she’d discovered the pink, embroidered handkerchief under her mother’s pillow. Folded neatly, crisply. Her mama’s final words bordered with lilies of white on a field of pink. She’d cried then until she hurt, until she was hollow.

      She buried her face in the handkerchief now, heart sobbing. Her mother’s final wish would never happen. The handkerchief, meant to line the pocket of a wedding dress, would remain buried in a box. One and thirty years of age, her life dedicated to her sisters, to others’ happiness, her will chained to her father’s demands—she’d never marry.

      She’d wished for love once, had wanted it so badly she’d matched her betrothed with another woman to avoid marrying a man she felt nothing for. Her first match. The one that ended beautifully for the bride and groom. She’d found freedom in it, a chance to try again for herself, to keep looking for the man who would look at her as if she were a queen, the man who would make her the queen of his heart. That freedom had withered at her father’s hands.

      But this servitude was nothing compared to what might come if she did not find a way to make another match.

      Clearford might be her only chance. She could ignore his foolish ideas because otherwise she’d find her sisters, and herself, married to their father’s cronies before winter’s end.
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        Clearford House, London, February 1826

      

      

      

      A problem was only a bullseye waiting to be conquered. And Samuel Merriweather, Duke of Clearford had a talent for hitting bullseyes. With knife or mind, he rarely missed. Of course, when he did miss, it tended to be by a spectacularly disastrous margin.

      Not this time, though.

      The matchmaker would arrive any moment. One bullseye hit. His unmarried sisters would find husbands with less effort and fewer complications than heretofore. All it took was entirely divorcing himself from the situation.

      The second bullseye had just been hit as well. His own problem—find a wife he could not ruin with a connection to his scandalous family—entirely solved now. Well… soon it would be.

      “A widow?” Samuel stared out at the garden in the middle of Grosvenor Square, abandoned at this time of night. “And she’s already aware of the library’s existence?”

      “She participates in the monthly book exchanges,” Lottie said. His eldest sister sat straight and prim in a chair in the family drawing room. “She knows well the risks, and she accepts them. A marriage to you would offer no new ones.”

      A surprising solution to a problem he’d not known existed eight months ago. His eldest sisters secretly ran a lending library. For erotic books. They’d done damn well hiding it for years, explaining away any scandal that had arisen because of it. Sometimes he felt a glow of pride in them. They were foolhardy but clever. He didn’t particularly want to think of them reading those books. But they seemed no worse for it, and their husbands did not care. Why should he?

      Except for one tiny thorn stuck in his hide, radiating pain, promising infection.

      If he married, he’d be bringing an innocent woman into a potentially volatile situation. He’d almost been blackmailed into marrying an unsuitable woman last Season because of the library. Who knew how many explosions were planted around him, waiting to go off? He could not ask anyone to risk the sort of infamy that saw one shunned by society.

      “It could work,” he said, seeing beyond his sister’s reflection in the glass, past the street, and to the gas-lamp lined garden beyond. Marry a woman who knew, who already risked scandal? He could have his heir without harming someone else.

      “But is it what you want?” Lottie asked.

      He blinked to refocus, found his sister’s wavering reflection, the gold of her hair, the roundness of her belly filled with her second child, her sharp, intelligent countenance. Those softer in the reflection. Or softer because of her question?

      “You do not have to settle, Clearford.” Lady Templeton sat near the fire, her hands folded neatly in her lap as she regarded him. “You could demand your sisters stop.”

      “What use is that?” Samuel asked, each word weary on his tongue. “The damage has been done, the risk of scandal created. They might as well be happy.”

      “We’ve been over this, Samuel,” Lottie said. “You must be happy as well.”

      “I must be married. That is all.” Those words even wearier, heavy like stones.

      “You could have married at any time.” Lady Templeton’s blue eyes probed deeper than Samuel wanted them to, and he crossed his arms over his chest to keep her from prying into his heart. “But you’ve put it off. Year after year after year. If it was simply marriage and an heir you were after, it would have been done already.”

      True.

      He’d been waiting for an arrow to hit the bullseye of his heart. As of yet, no one possessed an aim good enough to even glance off one of his ribs. He could waste no more time being a foolish romantic.

      “At least speak with the matchmaker for your own benefit, Clearford,” Lady Templeton said. “You are in more need of her than Felicity. A woman of advanced years will be able to understand a man of advanced years such as yourself.”

      God, she made him sound so old, but surely he wasn’t as long in the tooth as the spinster who would arrive tomorrow. “I have no need of Lady Emma. Tell me the widow’s name.”

      “Dowager Marchioness Huxley,” Lady Templeton said. “Rosalie. Second wife to Marquess Huxley, widowed five years ago and eight months after her marriage. No children. She joined our group a year after her husband’s death. Other than her reading preferences, she is perfectly polite and well-mannered.”

      “And pretty,” Lottie added. “Four and twenty years of age.”

      “She is younger than you. Younger than Andromeda and Prudence. Younger than the twins. By two years.” He was grumbling. A plain fact, that, and not one that would bother most men. But he didn’t want a wife younger than most of his sisters. It felt… odd.

      Another fact—no matter his grumbling, he’d run out of time to be choosy.

      “A young wife is best.” Lady Templeton stood and picked a cautious path toward him. “You do need an heir, after all, and it is not guaranteed you’ll receive one with the first babe.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. What a headache.

      It didn’t have to be. “Very well. Arrange a meeting. If she’s agreeable to me, and I to her, we’ll wed as soon as the bans can be called.”

      Lottie used the arms of her chair to lumber to her feet. “Give yourself time to come to know one another, Samuel. No need to make a decision this very moment.”

      He strode for the door. “Decision made. I’m going out.”

      “It’s late.” Lottie glared at the night-dark square of window across the room.

      “I need air.” He swung down the hall, the front door and freedom growing closer with each rapid step.

      He was grateful. Despite seeing five of his eight sisters married in the last eight years, he felt a complete failure. He’d certainly done nothing to help them find suitable husbands. In fact, his meddling had in at least one case caused his sister pain. He rubbed at his chest as he stepped outside and crossed the street. The groan from the gate opening into the Grosvenor Square garden covered the groan from his lips, and after the click of the latch catching, the silence of the night swallowed him whole.

      Shaking the Duke of Clearford’s habitual armor loose and letting it fall, he welcomed the quietude of the night. Welcomed the soft glow of the lights already lit in intervals around the garden, welcomed the low shush of the wind through the trees. Welcomed Samuel Merriweather back into existence if only for half an hour.

      Clouds weaved gray striations across the navy sky, hiding stars and obscuring the moon. A dark night but for the lamps, but light enough to pick his way to the center of the garden, to the bronze statue of King George I atop a horse facing the eventual sunrise. The gas lamps barely reached here. Only a glimmer or two sparked off the statue’s weather-dimmed exterior.

      “Hello, Georgie old boy.” Samuel sank to the grass below the statue and rested his elbows on bent knees. “It’s an excellent plan, isn’t it? The widow?”

      George did not answer.

      “Of course you married for more mercenary reasons. I don’t judge you. But I always thought I’d be different. I’m trying not to complain. I’m aware there are many excellent reasons to marry, excluding love, yet sometimes the heart outwits the brain. I had hoped…”

      What a fool he was, talking to a statue at five and thirty years of age. He fell back into the grass, stretching out as far as he could in every direction, closing his eyes. Why did he feel like he’d just drank an entire jug of curdled milk? Sour. Churning. Sick. Like he wanted to run until he couldn’t smell or taste it anymore.

      The grass near his ankles swished, and the breeze made the tree branches creak, and a soft, startled squeak broke through the silent night.

      His eyes popped open. The clouds had rolled away from the moon, and it bathed the garden in pale yellow light, illuminating a woman’s face. She was a collection of shapes and impressions in the moon’s dim glow—wide eyes, pale skin, parted mouth, and white teeth, all of it collected beneath a cloak, the color of which the night hid well. The moon shone around her head like a crown.

      He curled up, propping himself on his elbows behind him, unable to look away. She seemed a fairy spirit sent to tempt him. A moon maiden meant for mischief.

      “You scared me,” she gasped, clutching her cloak to her chest. Her voice was soft as morning with a rich Scottish brogue. She took a fortifying breath and shook her fears away, dislodging the hood of her cloak, which fell down her back, revealing a halo of copper to tease the moon crown the sky had coronated her with.

      He jumped to his feet as a cloud rolled over the moon, irritated. With himself for scaring her or with her for the snap of accusation in her voice? His brain sank claws into the irritation. “You almost trod on me.”

      “One does not expect to find gentlemen growing in the garden. Besides, you nearly tripped me.” Cast once more in shadow, he possessed only her voice to interpret her by, but that gave all he needed. Tart and strong. She did not waver in her annoyance.

      “One does not expect to find… women walking… in the… garden.” Hell. That’s exactly where one expected to find them walking. Too tired to make sense. He chuckled.

      She did, too, and his ire melted like fog in the morning sun. He should be indignant, but he didn’t have the energy for it. Easier to let himself be charmed by her boldness, amused by her repartee.

      “Is this an English habit I’m unaware of?” she asked. “Lying in the grass at night? Seems odd, but as this is my first time in London, I’m willing to admit I have much to learn about its customs.”

      Humiliation should be flaying him alive right now. But the humor in her voice kept embarrassment far away. Perhaps yesterday, or even this morning, he’d have pulled himself up tall, lifted one disproving brow, and refused to participate in her idle chatter. But God, he was tired of being so damn serious all the time. And he faced a lifetime of seriousness soon. What was one night of idle amusement?

      A blessed reprieve, that’s what it was.

      He sat on the grassy platform lifting old Georgie. “If I tell you that it is a very honored custom, will you sprawl in the grass with me?”

      “Certainly not. Now I see you’re nothing but a rogue. A wolf. And a smart woman never sprawls with that sort.” She ducked her head. If the sun replaced the clouded moon, would he find her cheeks pretty and red? “A smart woman doesn’t sprawl at all. I should return home.” She glanced over her shoulder as she murmured the last bit, her body leaning backward with a single step away from him.

      He hadn’t meant… hell. “I did not mean to insult you or… or to imply—”

      Her laugh seemed to rustle the tree leaves better than the breeze. “I’m aware. I should leave, though. Good evening.”

      “Good evening.”

      She bowed and stumbled back toward the shadows, and it felt like she stretched something in him to a breaking point with each step.

      “Wait,” he called.

      She paused.

      “Sit with me? Just for a minute or two.”

      She drew herself up tall, tipping her chin high. “That is an inappropriate request, sir. We do not know one another.”

      He should ask for her name. Then they would know one another. But he didn’t want to. Whoever this moon maiden was when the sun poured itself across the sky didn’t matter. Who he was when dawn broke—of no importance. Tomorrow, the Duke of Clearford would court a widow for duty and obligation. Tonight, Samuel Merriweather would flirt with a stranger. If he didn’t fall in love with his future wife… well, then at least he’d have this final, mad flirtation. Harmless. And somehow also essential.

      “We do not have to know one another to enjoy a moment of companionship.”

      She snorted. “Companionship? Is that what rakes are calling it? I am no fool, sir.”

      “I am far from a rake. I couldn’t rake even if I tried. And I don’t think I ever have.”

      “You do not think? Hm. I’d prefer more certainty than that.” But, miracle of miracles, she ambled toward him and sat on the other side of the platform, much beyond arm’s reach.

      His lungs drew breath more easily, the weight of the dark sky lighter with someone to share it.

      “Did you trip and fall?” she asked. “Is that why you were hugging the ground?”

      “No. I… I merely wished to disappear for a few breaths.” Mad to admit the truth to this stranger, but he needed to say it, needed to admit it, so he could move on from it with the strength expected of him.

      “Ah.” The softest, smallest sound, yet in it a world of understanding. She’d known the desire to disappear before. “That’s easiest to do laid out beneath the sky. It’s so very big.” She stared straight ahead, and her profile waved the slightest bit at the lips. Biting one? “Makes one feel so very small. Almost not there at all.”

      Exactly. “Are you visiting Lord Macintosh?”

      “I am. How did you know?”

      “The man’s family is extensive. And mostly Scottish. They seem to keep a rotating schedule of visitors, so his guest chambers are never empty.”

      That earned another laugh, and that laugh lifted his soul higher than it had soared in years. Because he’d caused it. He should ask if this young beauty knew the matchmaker. But those were daytime worries, heavy and cold, and they might make the moon disappear again. Would she disappear with it?

      “It is difficult to tell,” she said, leaning into the empty space between them, “in the dark and all, but I have the distinct impression you are suddenly sad.”

      “I am remembering mistakes. Remembering obligations and problems I must face once I leave this garden.”

      “The things that made you wish to disappear?”

      He pulled up his knees and rested his forearms on top of them. “Let us speak of something else.”

      She rustled. “We should not speak at all. I’ve been warned of London’s many dangers. And I am well aware of the dangers of men, no matter what city they inhabit.”

      Well aware. Hopefully not personally aware. “You need not fear me.”

      “I think… I think I believe you. You are too sad to fear.”

      He laughed. “I should argue with what feels oddly like an insult, but I cannot. I find myself sad often these days.”

      “Is sadness an epidemic?” she whispered, almost to herself. Then slightly louder, her face tilted toward him, she said, “I wandered outside for fresh air. To help me think. I, too, like to disappear from time to time.”

      “Take all the fresh air you need. You are safe with me. I am too pitiful to pose a danger, remember.” He scooted an inch farther away from her—evidence of his good intentions. “I’ll even pretend you are not here, entirely invisible.”

      “I believe you. But… I do not wish to be invisible right now. I’ve had quite enough of that recently.”

      “I am sorry to hear that, moon maiden. I am also worried you trust too easily.” Because if he weren’t a gentleman, he’d never be able to resist touching the pale oval of her face, kissing the dark slash of curving lip. But he was.

      “Perhaps I do.” She pulled her cloak more tightly around her. “Shall we think together in entirely visible silence?”

      He did not want to think. He wanted to talk and to listen to her make familiar words new again in that lovely voice. “What is it your brain is chewing over so thoroughly it needs fresh air to continue?”

      She hesitated, a long stretch of silence where she became as still as old George above them. The rustle of her cloak and skirts preceded her answer. “My sisters. I have four of them. Three unwed.” She said unwed as if it were the most debilitating of diseases.

      She’d been made for him. Some star had peeked down at him and forged a woman who could understand his woes. “I have unwed sisters, too.”

      “You understand, then. It is quite concerning.”

      “A veritable plague.”

      “They are so very… vulnerable.”

      “Yes.” Exactly. He could care for their bodies, keep them well clothed and well-fed, and give them everything money could buy. Yet still the world could shred them like a sharp blade against a sheer length of muslin. And their hearts… little he could do to protect those. They would give them as they saw fit with no input from him, and even if the men they trusted did not deserve it.

      More rustling as she slid closer to him, halving the distance between them. He inhaled to steady his nerves, which seemed to leap at her closeness, and along with the night air, he caught the scent of something sweeter. Something cinnamon and something floral. Her? He inhaled again, deeper, dragging it in as if doing so could drag her even closer.

      “Who are you?” she asked. She faced him, and he could see the whites of her eyes, see when she blinked, but her face was shadows still beneath the hidden moon at the dim edges of the gas lamps surrounding the garden. So must his face be to her—nothing more than hazy lips moving within a pale oval.

      “I am a man with many sisters. Unwed sisters.”

      “I was looking for a name, but that tells me more. Even though I already knew that.” The last bit she grumbled as if she was half a breath away from chastising him.

      He scooted into the disappearing space between them. “No names, moon maiden. Not tonight.” Moon madness. Him? Fanciful? Not in years. Decades, it seemed. Another life when he roamed wild over the fields and forests surrounding Clearford Castle, a gaggle of sisters at his back, stick swords strapped to their waists, paper crowns topping their hair.

      When he realized he was lifting his hand, reaching out, it was too late to stop it. That’s what he told himself, at least, as he pushed a curl behind her ear. He’d never touched anything quite so soft.

      “Aye.” The word a breath. “No names tonight.”

      “You understand.”

      “I think I do. Tomorrow the work begins. But tonight… right now—”

      “Just the moon.”

      “And us.” She shook her head. “Madness.”

      “You read my mind. How do you do it?”

      Her tiny shrug somehow brought them even closer together. He flattened his palm against the ground right at his side. Only the width of another hand would fit between her body and his.

      Her hand dropped from her lap, fell into that sliver of a space. “I have long believed souls come in pairs. It is the lucky pair who find one another.”

      “A romantic notion.” If he flicked his pinky outward, he might touch her. Did she wear gloves?

      “Not always. Sometimes two practical souls meet and bond for reasons other than romance.”

      “I pity those souls.” A truth he should not have put into the air. He did not have the luxury to pity himself.

      “Do not pity them. Not everyone seeks a fluttering heart. Some wish only for a steady rhythm to live by. Something they can rely on.”

      His heart fluttered. It had grown wings at the first sight of her, and now it lifted his hand, setting it atop hers. No glove. Cold satin skin stretched over the hills and valleys of her knuckles. Without searching, without seeing, he was able to slip his fingers between hers and curl them, his fingertips trapped between the top of her palm and the grass. Her hand froze. She stopped breathing. Then her fingers curled around his, and her breath warmed the night once more.

      “And what do you seek?” he asked.

      “That which I cannot have.” The pain in her voice, the longing…

      It shattered him.

      He looked away. “You are cold. You should return inside.” His hand clenched around hers, revealing the lie. He did not want her to leave.

      “I should.”

      Yet she did not move. The night air shivered, seeming to perk up to spy on them. The moon peeked out of the clouds, bathing them in light once more. It, too, curious as he about the woman, about himself, about what kind of mischief two bodies could create in a garden alone.

      Not alone. They had each other.

      “I should go,” she said again.

      And when she did not yet move to leave, he wondered what he might do if she didn’t.
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      Emma should leave, that was for certain. A dark garden, a strange man, no chaperone to speak of. He held her hand. But he held it with such gentle warmth, she knew he would release her if she even flinched at his touch.

      She held a man’s hand in a dark garden, and she should leave because he begged her to stay.

      But the moon had stepped out from behind the clouds, and for the first time, she saw him fully. Well, as fully as one could see a man beneath a moon at night. When she’d tripped over him, the clouds and her own body had cast him in darkness. Then as he’d stood, she’d been given only a flash of a look at him before the clouds had hidden him once more.

      He'd been like the figures she stitched at the cuffs of her sleeves, made of the same color as that which surrounded him. Like her fingers brushing over those shapes, she’d had only impressions to make sense of him—tall and broad, dark of hair and pale of face, full of sighs and chuckles and with a voice like wine. Rich and complex and stirring warmth in her belly. If she were to stitch him, it would be as a wine-red geometric pattern on wine-red silk. You could not see the sharp angles and intricate shapes unless you looked closely, but you felt it, a series of raised welts on the smooth fabric.

      But now she saw him. Thick dark brows slashed above dark eyes. A wide, generous mouth, bottom lip fuller and top lip a wide set M. A sliver of a shadow gathered in the middle of his chin where there must be a cleft. His hair—thick, dark as night, with a bit of grass stuck in it above his ear.

      Those details, the strands that created the whole shape, meaningless on their own. Taken altogether, though, finally revealed all at once beneath the silver light of the moon.

      They transfixed her. Shoulders wide to carry the worries he spoke of but curved slightly beneath them. He moved with silent precision in every way, big and small, to sit or stand or cock a brow or lift a corner of a lip. Or hold a hand. His body shifted in and out of positions like water pouring into a cup, filling the edges and corners in fluid ease. Confident. Capable.

      Yet the way he waited for her answer, with a tilted head, rigid spine, and slightly parted lips… He owned hesitation, too. Or it owned him this very moment.

      She inhaled deeply, the air a bit wobbly in her chest. A mistake, this. But she’d been cornered by a man she knew, and she’d known herself in danger, then.

      This? Her gentle garden gentleman? A danger she didn’t mind facing for a night. For a few moments more at least.

      You should return inside, he’d said.

      “Not yet.” She scooted closer. No space between them now. Decimated entirely. “I might as well enjoy… whatever this is.”

      “Danger most likely.”

      She could not disagree. “This”—she lifted their interconnected hands—“means nothing. I still do not agree to sprawling.”

      “Of course you do not. We are merely taking succor in one another. Two eldest siblings commiserating.”

      “It feels good to be seen, acknowledged. Odd it’s happening in the dark. Have you ever done anything quite so unconventional before? Holding a stranger’s hand in a garden at night?” Stranger. He didn’t feel like one. Their hands together did not feel like danger. It felt like… an unexpected gift, a moment of pure whimsy before she stepped back into battle.

      “Never. Tell me something about you. That no one knows.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve no idea. I suppose I… wish to keep it with me. A secret between strangers.”

      “Hm.” She dropped her head, and the air swept cool across her neck where the cloak dipped low, revealing skin. Oh, why not. She’d never meet this man again, and she needed to confess it. Perhaps then, she could free herself from it. “I am scared. And unsure.” About her father, about this London venture, about the duke she’d meet tomorrow and about her sisters’ futures.

      “I bet you’d rather die before letting anyone know it.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because I feel the same. Perhaps that is why you can tell me without dying. Do not, by the way. I’d rather not have to explain away the corpse in the garden.”

      She hid a laugh behind her hand. Yes, perhaps somehow she’d known he was the same. He would not laugh or wave away her fears. Because he knew what it was like to have to hide your weaknesses. “I’ve no plans to expire so soon. You now. Tell me a secret.”

      He swallowed hard. “Do not laugh. I’m a man, and I’m not supposed to, but… I want to fall in love. Wanted to. That is now quite impossible. I’ll die before I let anyone know that particular desire.”

      She laughed again. Though what he’d said did not make her feel like laughing. “Except for me.”

      “I’m not convinced you’re real. I conjured you.”

      Her heart galloped, leaping out of its lazy rhythm to make its frantic self known against each rib. Fairytale words in a wine-rich voice. She should have left. She should nudge the conversation in an entirely different direction.

      Instead, she said, “To fall in love with?”

      He stroked his free hand down her cheek, dragging his knuckles across her jaw to the very tip of her chin. Oh… she’d not known… but a man’s touch could feel like safety and risk all at once. It could burn with delight and shiver with dread. It could force a woman to realize she was a fool and tempt her to jump into foolishness with both feet.

      “Yes,” he said when she did not pull away from his touch, “perhaps to fall in love with. For one night.”

      “Aye.” Her breath caught. She leaned into him, her lips parted and waiting. What was she doing? This… so unlike her. But the night was so much like a dream. She’d stumbled out of reality and into a fairy land, and now the prince wished to kiss her, and she shouldn’t. She shouldn’t. But she wanted to, seemed to need it. Needed a moment out of time, a reprieve, a reward. So, she leaned even closer and whispered, “Perhaps.”

      He kissed her.

      Lips soft and firm against her own.

      Breath warm and willing.

      Something in her heart clicking open, bright as the moon. Did he feel it too?

      They parted at the same time, and the shadowed wonder she saw in his eyes must have mirrored in her own. She might see him during the day tomorrow or some day after that. They’d pass as strangers in the street outside Lady Macintosh’s house. Would he recognize her? Would she recognize him? If she did, she’d look away and pass by, pretending she did not know him.

      It had to be that way.

      Her hand fluttered to her lips, rested gently against them. Protecting them from another kiss? Or trying to keep the feel of his kiss there despite the cold trying to steal it away?

      She stood, stepping back as she did so, skirts swinging against her legs. “I must go.” Another step backward. “I… I wish you luck. With you sisters. Do not disappear. Not entirely. They need you.” Another series of stumbling steps backward until the shadows hugged her tight. “Thank you. For the kiss. I will, I think, treasure it always. No matter how unwise.”

      He pushed to his feet but glued them to the ground. No running after her. “Not unwise. Not tonight.”

      She shifted in the dark, looked at the moon. “No. Not tonight.” Then she ran, the grass crackling beneath her feet, the gate squeaking beneath her hand, the street hard and the door of her cousin’s house cold. Lips still warm and trembling, Emma shut out the cold street and leaned against the closed door in Lady Macintosh’s entry hall. What had she done?

      Proved herself to be what Edinburgh thought her, no doubt. She’d done what she’d come here to escape.

      But no… it hadn’t felt like that. Parkington’s attempts at seduction had been clumsy and forceful. She’d escaped only because they’d been caught.

      Her gentleman in the garden had not attempted to seduce, and the force that had pulled them inexorably together had been something more powerful than lust, something that felt like a pink handkerchief in a pocket on a much-anticipated day. The moon controlled the tides of the ocean. Perhaps it controlled the tides of the heart as well.

      Madness.

      Aye. She’d sleep and forget him. She must. Too much to do tomorrow. Too much at stake.

      She dropped her face into her hands with a groan. She would never forget him, but she must think of him only at night time when the moon spilled across her bed.

      “Emma? Has something happened?” Lady Macintosh peered down at her from the drawing-room doorway, her still young face round and smiling. Despite her youthful countenance, her hair was gray, a soft sort of color that reminded Emma of early morning shadows broken up by pale yellow light. She was lovely, plump, and friendly, and Emma had known as soon as they’d met why her mother had loved Lady Macintosh. She was the type of woman you could love without trying.

      “No. Not at all.” Emma pushed off the door. “I am merely tired. But the walk has done me well. My legs feel better.”

      “Good.” She wound her arm through Emma’s and pulled her up the stairs. “Let me show you to your room.”

      Emma had seen the girls run from the coach and into Lady Macintosh’s terrace home as if they lived there themselves, had seen the cousin she’d never met before grin and laugh, and begged to take a walk before going inside. They’d arrived so very late, and she’d been cramped inside a coach with her three sisters for so very long. Lady Macintosh’s brown eyes had gentled as she’d waved her toward the garden and begged her to be safe.

      She’d not warned Emma that gentlemen grew from the ground like flowers in London.

      “Briar, Glenna, and Diana are bathed and dressed for bed. They should be enjoying a small meal now. You have your own bedroom, connected to theirs. I thought you might like being close. But the entire second floor is close and cozy. You may have a different room, an entire set of rooms to yourself if you prefer.”

      “What you’ve prepared is wonderful. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you, dear. For helping my friend and for the opportunity to know you and your sisters. Your mother… before we married, we were as close as sisters. She was bright and beautiful and clever, and I’m afraid we produced nothing but mischief.”

      “I never knew her that way.” She knew her sad and empty-eyed and aching from the previous pregnancy or the current one.

      “You are much like her in looks. And your sister Briar much like her in personality. Fifteen is a difficult age, but she seems to be handling it well.”

      Emma did everything she could to keep her happy. And innocent. Diana, too. But somehow she was more somber than a twelve-year-old girl should be. And at seventeen, Glenna knew too much of heartbreak, knew too well how the world was cruel to those who broke the rules.

      Here they would be safe, though.

      “I must write a letter to your father,” Lady Macintosh said, “and thank him for sparing all of you this Season.”

      He’d almost not let her sisters come. But Emma would rather suffer his wrath in every way imaginable than leave them there alone with him. In the end, he’d been convinced that having three fewer mouths to feed meant more whisky for him.

      Emma’s garden gentleman would understand. The fear, the determination, the love.

      They reached the second floor, and Lady Macintosh swung open a door to a crackling fire, a small table laden with food, and three beloved faces turning their way. Happy. They wore happiness like they’d been born to it, and it almost brought Emma to her knees. For now, they were fed and warm and safe and happy. She’d do what she must to keep them that way.

      Perhaps the kiss had been a reward for her devotion. The ghost of his lips warmed hers with each inhale and exhale. She’d treasure his kiss like a reward, remember it when she needed strength and sustenance to continue.

      “Sit, Em.” Glenna patted a seat next to her, throwing her long red braid over a shoulder. “You, too, Aunt Georgie.”

      Lady Macintosh had told them to call her such as soon as they’d arrived, and she sat among her sisters now, filling Briar’s teacup and putting another hunk of bread on Diana’s plate. “Eat up, darlings, eat up! My, but I am delighted your sister brought you along. While she is busy matching the duke’s sisters, you will keep me busy. My own daughters left me ages ago, and I’ve been bored ever since. Tell me, will you be bored entertaining an old lady all day?”

      “What will we do?” Diana asked. The freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks almost glowed in the fire light.

      Lady Macintosh tapped her chin and examined the ceiling as if she was choosing an answer from the boards above. “New gowns for all of you, naturally. A visit to Hatchards. Walks in Hyde Park. Astley’s Circus if you wish.”

      Briar bounced, blue eyes wide. “Yes! I wish!”

      Lady Macintosh chuckled. “Consider it done.”

      Emma leaned against the door, letting the fire and the conversation warm her.

      Lady Macintosh jumped to her feet. “Let me show you your rooms, my dear. You’re exhausted and likely wish to bathe as well. You may use this as your personal sitting room.” She led her across the hall. “The room to the left here is for the girls to share. You may have this one to the right.” She opened the door, letting Emma enter before her. “The door just there leads to a shared dressing room between your chamber and the other. The tub is in the girls’ room. Shall I have it refilled?”

      “Aye. That would be lovely. Thank you.”

      Lady Macintosh disappeared, and Emma wandered around the chamber. Neat and simple but everything solid and well cared for, elegant and pretty. She sat on the edge of her bed and unclasped her cloak, stretched her neck, and unbuttoned her spencer. The curtains were closed, keeping the warmth from the nearby fireplace from seeping out the glass, and she wandered toward them, slipped between the thick, gold brocade, and looked outside. The clouds covered the moon once more, making the garden below, in the middle of Grosvenor Square, a tangle of dark shadows.

      Where had he gone to, her garden gentleman? No matter. He’d appeared when she’d needed him and disappeared when their moment out of time was done.

      Tomorrow she’d meet another man, the one who lived across the garden from Aunt Georgie. She’d told Emma little about the duke in her letter. Only that he lived across the square from her, that she’d known him since his birth, and that he was in desperate need of a skilled matchmaker for his sisters.

      Sisters. A veritable plague her garden gentleman had called them. It appeared the plague extended beyond them two. She chuckled, and a door somewhere creaked open, followed by the muffled sound of splashing. Then the door to Emma’s room opened, and Aunt Georgie slipped in.

      “The maids will have it ready soon,” she said, standing beside Emma.

      “Tell me about the girl I’ll be meeting tomorrow.”

      “Ah, yes. She lives just there, across the way.” She tapped the glass. “See the window blazing bright on the second floor? That’s the duke’s residence. Perhaps you might help him as well. He’s an old bachelor. Every year, we think he’ll take a bride, and every year, he disappoints the London ladies. He’s clearly not found what he’s looking for yet.” She reared back a bit and considered Emma. “Hm. Perhaps he has simply failed to look in the right place. Perhaps… he should have been looking more north.”

      Oh no. Emma knew that look, that tone. “I’m afraid I must ask you to banish those thoughts. I have no intentions of marrying until my sisters are happily wed.” She couldn’t leave them alone with her father. She could take them with her, of course, but she’d yet to find the man who would gladly take on three young women in addition to a wife. Besides, she did not want an old bachelor who likely enjoyed employing the same control over his family that her father did.

      And if he’d come to advanced years without taking a wife, perhaps he did not hold affection for the opposite sex. If Glenna felt affection only for women, surely there were men who preferred only men. Not that she could say it out loud. Glenna’s secret was not Emma’s to give away, only hers to keep safe.

      Thank goodness, she had a convenient excuse for rejecting the man before she’d even met him. “At one and thirty, I am already on the shelf. And by the time Diana is married, I will well and truly be a spinster. I am beyond the age of admiration.”

      “Nonsense. You are lovely. He might take a shine to you. Any man could.”

      “Please, Aunt Georgie. I am here to help his sisters marry, not to court him, or any man, myself. Besides… I’ve read his articles on courtship. He’s a—” She bit her lip. Her aunt considered the duke a friend. “An interesting fellow whose mind is not in agreement with my own. We would not suit. I promise you. Please do not make things… awkward.”

      “Very well.”

      “I should not defy you so strongly right away. You’ll become tired of me before I’ve been here a full day.”
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